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32. Ellen Thesleff Violinist (1896). Oil on canvas, 40 x 44 cm, Ateneum Art Museum, Finnish National Gallery. Photo: Hannu Aaltonen/
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2. METHODOLOGICAL FRAMEWORK AND ARTISTS’  
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12. Pekka Halonen Self-Portrait (1893). Oil and pencil on paper, 29 x 22,5 cm, Ateneum Art Museum, Finnish National Gallery. Photo: 
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There is yet another and very fashionable error which I am anxious to 
avoid like the very devil. I refer to the idea of “progress.” This obscure 
beacon, invention of present-day philosophising, licensed without 
guarantee of Nature or God – this modern lantern throws a stream 
of chaos on all objects of knowledge; liberty melts away, punishment 







his duty, has delivered the soul from responsibility, has released the 
will from all the bonds imposed on it by the love of beauty(…). Such an 
infatuation is a symptom of an already too visible decadence. 52 
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2.2. COLOUR THEORIES AND COLOUR HISTORIES
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18. Pekka Halonen Winter Landscape (1895). Oil on canvas, 76 x 57 cm, Harri Silander’s collection. Photo: Harri Silander
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-*Vision of the Sermon (Jacob Wrestling with the Angel) (La Vision après le Sermon. La Lutte 
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Renoir in the Revue Blanche	
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Should we say, for instance, that Puvis de Chavannes, Whistler, Car-
rière are admirable masters? No-one denies this. We prefer to state 
that we would like to see them in more discrete and calmer places, and 
that even if there are very beautiful canvases they are in poor sur-
roundings. The young impressionist or luminist school in particular 
seems to misuse a series of somewhat vulgar tones to express light…. 
This young school is extremely strident; it should turn to M. Whistler 
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to learn how to use grey [manier les gris] or return to the already out-
dated fashion of couleur crayeuse and imitate M. Puvis de Chavannes 
(Denis 1912)161 


















































































There’s nothing greater in Manet’s work than a certain portrait of 
Berthe Morisot, done in 1872 (…). Above all, it is the Black, the absolute 
black, the black of a mourning hat and the little hat’s ribbons min-
gling with the chestnut locks…that affected me. The full power of these 
blacks, the cold simplicity of the background, the clear pink-and-white 
skin…the tangle of locks, ties, ribbon, encroaching against her face; 
this face with its big eyes, vaguely gazing in profound abstraction, and 
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Vision of the Sermon (Jacob Wrestling with the Angel)&"*";<	*=
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Since colour is in itself enigmatic in the sensations which it gives us 
(note: medical experiments made to cure madness by means of col-
ours) we cannot logically employ it except enigmatically, every time 
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which spring from it, from its peculiar nature, from its inner power, its 
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8. Axel Gallén En Saga (Jean Sibelius and Fantasy Landscape) (1894). Watercolour on paper, 31 x 17 and 24 x 30 cm, The Ainola Foundation. 







4. FINNISH ART IN THE 1890S
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Boy Feeding his Little 
























































immaculate brushwork. His originality is the natural outcome of an 
aspiration to paint nature exactly as he perceived it. Art such as this 
will never be modern, nor will it ever grow old. - - I saw the Delacroix 
exhibition. Quite frankly, I fail to see why on earth the fellow is hailed 
a genius. I have also seen the Bastien-Lepage exhibition a few times. 
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glass, carve furniture, print wallpaper, make ceramics, do metal em-
bossing and so on. I would be the absolute ruler and take on as many 
of my artist friends as possible. It’s painful to see so many of them 
wasting their time and talent on everlasting oil-painting. 


































"	/ @% * 	 ; @!* < _ @!*+!%]} $	$	*< (**=
"-"	$]<+*%
257 -/*<-	/>%	;>/	;"*-	!<Tuntematon horisontti









































































	"/@%*<=;= {{#- *-	? *'%%+	**{ {+	**/{`
$	/!;*`*"*=	<
 _"	}"*










































































































































































































10. Axel Gallén Lemminkäinen’s Mother (1897). Tempera on canvas, 85,50 x 108,5 cm, Ateneum Art Museum, Finnish National Gallery. 
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Art is at the crossroads now, the new representatives of the new art 
are Puvis de Chav [annes], and Manet. It looks so terrible, all the 
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contours and painted with one colour. - - A couple of days ago I was in 
the Luxembourg where they have modern masters. - - There was this 
painting by Manet [Olympia] it was the same new style like [Puvis de] 
Chavannes’s but I couldn’t understand it at all. - - If this is art I should 
become a baker. No one but Enckell admires it. It is this that is called 
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2. SOURCES OF COLOUR
This great symphony of today, which is an eternal variation of the 
symphony of yesterday, this succession of melodies whose variety ever 
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27. Helene Schjerfbeck Cypresses, Fiesole (1894). Oil on canvas, 43,5 x 62,5, Ateneum Art Museum, Finnish National Gallery. Photo: 























































































To name an object is to suppress three-quarters of the enjoyment of 
the poem, which derives from the pleasure of step-by-step discovery; 
to suggest, that is the dream. It is the perfect use of this mystery that 
constitutes the symbol: to evoke an object little by little, so as to bring 
to light a state of the soul or, inversely, to choose an object and bring 
out of it a state of the soul through a series of unravellings.304 
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to his last Gold and Brown 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The frankness of tone and the bravura brush of the !*=-"
Player and the 	]`=`	"; recalled the masters of seventeenth-
century Spain. Since then M. Manet has strayed from these healthy 
practices (…) he has taken an unusual fancy to black tones, and his 
ideal consists of opposing them to chalky whites so as to present on 
the canvas a series of more contrasting blobs. This manner, new to 
France, was formerly used in Spain (…) how blacks and whites set 
each other off (…) moreover, that colour is a language, and they sought 
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29. Helene Schjerfbeck Going to Church (1895–1900). Oil on canvas, 70 x 95 cm, Ateneum Art Museum, Finnish National Gallery. Photo: 
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the white – that black – look how those ribbons are put in. O what a 
swell he was - -.
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I want to talk of an inevitable, synthetic, childlike barbarity, which 
often remains visible in a perfect art (Mexican, Egyptian, or Ninevite) 
and which derives from the need to see things on a grand scale and to 
consider them primarily in their overall effect. It is not out of place to 
observe that many people have accused of barbarity all the painters 
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"$Le symbolisme en peinture – 





and (as a consequence) Decorative – inasmuch as decorative painting, 
as the Egyptians and very probably the Greeks and the primitives un-
derstood it, is only a manifestation of an art that is at once subjective, 
synthetic, symbolist, and ideist.391
And decorative painting is, properly speaking, true painting. Paint-







picture-making could only have been decorative.” 392
This is art that I have tried to legitimise and characterise, this art that 
may appear complicated and that some chronicles would gladly call 
deliquescent, can therefore, in the last analysis, be reduced to the for-
mula of simple, spontaneous, and primordial art.393 Such is the criterion 
of appropriateness in the aesthetic reasoning I present here. Ideist art, 
			$	`	$	$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	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seems so paradoxical to our civilisation, which happens to be both deca-
dent and forgetful of any revelation, is therefore, irrefutably, the true 
and absolute art. Not only is it legitimate from the standpoint of theory, 
but it is also, in the last analysis, identical to primitive art, to art as it 
was intuited by the instinctive geniuses of the dawn of humanity. 394
(G.-A. Aurier, Le Mercure de France 2, March 1891)
 !<

































Q*{Olympia,	${The Birth of Venus<("@*$	{Annunciation, 
``	"%#]'-?;\=?**











































"#"[=$--"!=*	/*	*=#**?;""Primitivism and Related Ideas in Antiquity, 
$	$	*	
"%*;*q*=	"**;*"*	*#]@"=-"	?>	]*;	"
	@	**	*	|*-"{Il gusto dei primitivi*;	?**'"?{La fortuna dei primitivi 


































monks, transformed by the aesthetic sense of a pious people. Again, 
compare the natural lion with the lions of Khorsabad: which forces us 
to kneel? The Doryphorus, the Diadumenus, the Achilles, the Venus de 
Milo, the Winged Victory, these are, in truth a redemption of the hu-
man form. Should we mention the saints of the Middle Ages, both men 
and women? Should we add Michelangelo’s prophets and Leonardo da 
Vinci’s women?
I have seen the work by the Italian artist, Pignatelli, which inspired 
Rodin’s John the Baptist, and instead of some banal model, I saw a 
venerable bronze, the embodiment of the Word in motion. And what 
kind of man was it that Puvis de Chavannes selected to be his Poor 
Fisherman, expressing eternal sorrow?
Everywhere those with aesthetic imagination triumph over those who 
attempt crude imitation, the emotions of Beauty triumph over the lies 
of Naturalism. 
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2.2 COLOUR ASCETISM 
2.2.1. NEW AESTHETICS FOR MURAL ART – PIERRE PUVIS DE CHAVANNES
I have condensed, assembled, packed 
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One may say that the real debut (of Pierre Puvis de Chavannes) dates 
from this year. In one stroke he has come out of the shadow. - - Puvis 
de Chavannes does not belong to the fastidious school. His mind dwells 
in the highest sphere of art, and his ambition surpasses even his talent. 
The very aspect of his two large compositions, -/ and \	*$	"-
;, challenges the onlooker: Are they cartoons, tapestries, or rather 
frescoes mysteriously removed from an unknown Fontainebleau, 
		+		$	
	$			
emblems reminding one of those of the Farnesina? What medium was 
used? Tempera? Wax? Oil? 
One can hardly tell, so strange is the gamut of hues, so far outside the 
usual range; these are neutral or skilfully muted tones of mural paint-
ing of the kind that covers buildings without introducing elements of 






In a period of prose and realism, this young artist is naturally heroic, 
epic, and monumental, as if through the startling rebirth of the genius 
of earlier ages. It would seem that he has seen nothing of contempo-
rary painting and has just come out of the workshops of Primaticcio or 
Rosso. 
The subject of " is conceived in the synthetic sense, outside the 
contingencies of time, place, or any particularity. It is the idea itself, 
rendered perceptible to the senses with a singular poetic power. - - 
Peace transports us to - - a vale shaded by large trees, irrigated by 
running water. - - One could imagine oneself in the Golden Age. - - 
Even its colour is less abstract and more human. - - Flowers and fruit 
of an excellent colour surround this Arcadian idyll and complete it; the 
ornamental and decorative sense of Puvis de Chavannes emerges even 
in his details.414 
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were his famous couleur crayeuse, the dry, plaster-like, pale grey, ascetic and tonal 
palette which imitated fresco, and his unique, timeless, even static and melancholy 
vocabulary. These were the principal qualities that were admired and adopted by 
many Finnish artists.431
















When the critic Édouard Rod from the 	 	 X@	 described the 
champions of the new generation of artists in the Champs-de-Mars exhibition of 
="/*	*;'""'-?;\=?**=/	*-*"
He recognised the overall harmony of his mystical works. – “Everywhere in the 
exhibition one can see that there is something from Puvis de Chavannes and 
something from Whistler.”433 It is interesting to note how Rod connects these older 
generation artists and also how their tonal, ascetic art had become an inspiration 
to the artists of the 1890s. These artists could not have been more different in the 
choice of worlds they depicted. Puvis de Chavannes had his timeless allegorical 
arcadias and the mystical and melancholic depictions of his easel paintings. James 
Abbot McNeill Whistler (1834–1903), on the other hand, painted contemporary 
scenes and modern ingenious portraits, but both painters shared a mutual ambition 
to control the palette through the harmonious tonalism they created. This musical 
and harmonious art was of particular interest to European and Finnish artists 
during the late-nineteenth and early-twentieth centuries. 
Whistler was an international artist in the most profound meaning of the term; 
a true cosmopolite he lived and worked in the United States, Russia,434 France and 
431 '%%+	**` 	*-*$;#]'-?;\=?**{$	*	"!=]` =$=$*#**-$=!**
as {		 (1900) and 	} (1904), see images, von Bonsdorff 2008, {<<	, 
cat. 122, 165.
432 Orientalist Ernest Fenellosa’s artickle on Whistler, Charles Freer collection. Spencer 1989, 366.
433 “Les Salons de 1891”, 		X@. 5. February 1891. Sarajas-Korte 1966, 116.
434 He spent his childhood in Russia. His father was employed by Nicholas 1 to build the railway between St. 
Petersburg and Moscow (1843-48). He began to study art at the St. Petersburg Academy of Art where he was 
best in his class. Walker 1987, 9-12; He had learned French as a child in Russia. Lacambre 1994b, 39-41.

30. Helene Schjerfbeck Seamstress (1903/1905). Oil on canvas, 95,5 x 84,5 cm, Ateneum Art Museum, Finnish National Gallery. Photo 














































































sur l’Herbe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As music is the poetry of sound, so is painting the poetry of sight, and 
the subject-matter has nothing to do with harmony of sound or of 
colour…The great musicians knew this…Beethoven and the rest wrote 
music – simply music: On F or G they constructed celestial harmo-
nies.” 
















in Black and Gold: The Falling Rocket &`=$-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\"]< the Arrangement in Grey and Black, No.2: 
Portrait of Thomas Carlyle ^&<`!-"$=;#]=	`Q--/
	







































Whistler comments on the importance of colour in 1878: My picture 
of a “Harmony in Grey and Gold” is an illustration of my meaning – a 
					$<				$		$<	
was wanted at that spot. All that I know is that my combination of 































































































































































































































of modulation rather than modelling in colour, based on a scale established by the 
palette: “Like Whistler and the painters of the Ecole des Beaux-Arts, Cézanne set 
out his scale of mixtures on the palette before he started working and did not mix 
as he went along; this must, of itself, have imposed some conceptual coherence on 
his rendering of his perceptions from the outset.”484 But what was the connection 
between Whistler and Puvis de Chavannes, the two artists who worked with a 
tonalist method? They were not friends but they undoubtedly knew one another’s 
work from the Salons. Each developed his own particular tonalism, Whistler used 
his “key note” and his “sauce” to create symphonic works and Puvis de Chavannes 
had his greyish palette of “mother tones” which were keyed in chords to those of 
the surrounding architecture. And they both strove to create complete works of art 
through the control of colour. They both became so involved with their personal 




seen from "		% 		 (1862) to the last work "
{ 
(1895–1900). These artists dedicated much to 		 and few other 
artists concentrated in their oeuvre on 
			 as thoroughly as 
Whistler and Puvis de Chavannes. This, I would acclaim, was their legacy to future 
generations.























stil som Chavannes kunde jag ej begripa, den såg ut som en Borgåskylt, om det skall föreställa konst så blev 
jag bagare. Ingen annan än Enckell går och beundrar den. Det är det som kallas framtidens konst, det är så 
att man kan börja och gråta. - -” Väinö Blomstedt’s letter home 9.11.1891, CAA.
486 Manet,  (1863), oil on canvas, 130,5 x 191 cm, Musee d’Orsay. See image: 
http://www.musee-orsay.fr/fr/collections/catalogue-des-oeuvres/notice.html?no_cache=1&nnumid=712 

4. Magnus Enckell Boy Resting (1892). Charcoal and watercolour on paper, 54 x 57 cm, Ateneum Art 
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Woman at Her Window, Angélina 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synthetist view”509 which could be summarised as non-mimetic, strong contours, 
contrasts and a reduced, ascetic palette. In the 1890s it was mainly this bold use 
	
$		-"<*	=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Of all the artists who developed and used a 	 palette it was only Eugène 
Carrière who used the extreme form of <`=$=/* z!**
with one colour’.511 This, on the other hand, was a painting technique which he 
himself had long developed,512 but it is also an extreme way of simplifying painting 
which, as we know, interested such twentieth century artists from Malevich to the 
Minimalists. In Claude Roger-Marx’s (1970) words Carrière was a master whose 
care for plastic values matched his intellectual preoccupations, and who, thanks to 
his $, the magic world, the hyphen of which inseparably links the known 
and unknown, was always intent on the visible world he observed. For Roger-Marx 
Carrière’s work was dedicated to woman, to man, to child, to the hearth, which is 






for ever.513 Due to his extensive social contacts with so many of the important poets, 
!]`"=<"<$	$	"<*;	
$	
=/<514 Carrière painted many 
portraits of his fellow artists, for example {	
	{	 (1891)515 and 
{	
	{	 (1890).516 The critic Édouard Rod saw in Carrière’s art 
the ultimate protest to “yesterday’s Realism”. We can thank him for incorporating 
509 As Helene Schjerfbeck later said, Schjerfbeck’s letter to Maria Wiik, 16.7.1911. Appelgren 1949a, 139.
510 Oulmont 1970, 17.
511 zQ	*	$="	/${		]-;	/*!**;	*`=
`$		-"[=<=	`?"<*$	""$*$
there really are monochromatic works made with one colour. 
512 Carrière developed this technique also in prints. See, for example, Carrière catalogue 1996, 212-213.
513 Roger-Marx 1970, 5.
514 Bantens 1983, 129.
515 Carrière, {		{	 (1891), oil on canvas, 54,6 x 65,4, Yale University Art Gallery. 
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The greatest thing about Carrière, which recalls Rembrandt, is that he 
expresses or suggests the undercurrents of life – it’s the fact that what 
he shows is only the visible knot where forces and obscure actions 
which began outside the canvas get bound together. Or rather, did not 





up, in Carrière’s work, the visible is only a grazing of the surface of the 
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2.3.1 SURNATURELLE COLOUR – PAUL GAUGUIN
Above all, don’t perspire over a picture. A strong emotion can be trans-
lated immediately: dream on it and seek its simplest form. 


































































Post-Impressionism, 1874-1904: Sources and Documents<_*`		;\
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25. Eero Järnefelt Symbolist Landscape (1894). Tempera on paper, 105,5 x 74, Ateneum Art Museum, Finnish National 















Yes, you are right to want a painting with colouring suggestive of 
poetic ideas, and in that sense I agree with you, with one difference. I 
!	<						$$				/	<	/		
EVERYTHING poetic and it is in the corners of my heart, which are 
sometimes mysterious, that I glimpse poetry. 
(Gauguin to van Gogh in 1888)543
"=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	"q/!<Women from Arles in the Public Garden, Mistral (Arlésiennes 
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synthetist colour - 















































































Explaining in painting is not the same thing as describing. That’s 
why I prefer a colour suggestive of forms, and parable in composition 
rather than a painted novel…. In painting, a hand holding a handker-
chief can express the feeling that gives it life, an entire past life as well 
as a future life. Since everything is conventional, and happiness and 
unhappiness are words in French that express a state of things; and 
black, mourning; why shouldn’t we manage to create various harmo-
nies that correspond to the state of our innermost selves? 
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Art is an abstraction, draw it from nature by dreaming in front of her 
and rather think of the creation that will result from it, it is the only way 
of ascending toward God, by doing as our Divine Master, creating. 
















































































































which God sometimes subjects the chosen ones” and, as such, of the struggle of the 
creative artist with his ideal.564 Not surprisingly, the painting has a highly subjective 
approach; the priest on the right has Gauguin’s characteristic angular nose, as if to 
stand for the artist conjuring up the vision of his ideal before the congregation and 
introducing to it the new artistic tradition.565 
But it is not just the spiritual aspect which is interesting in this enigmatic painting. 
The red colour itself draws the viewer into a strange world that is part real and 
part apparition and gives an interesting hint. The fact that Gauguin set this work 
in Brittany, where a traditional local wrestling match merges into a subjective 
vision of the biblical struggle between Jacob and the angel, was a conscious and 




the glow of Breton buckwheat and the headdresses refers to locality. But whereas 
Gauguin underlines the abstract dimension of the work using synthetist form and 
colours, the effect is to increase its fantastic and dreamlike quality and still Gauguin’s 
z?	*{*!$$]$=	*z*;$!{` =$=*;
	%	"$$	**		*
to the work. This kind of dualistic approach is also evident with Finnish artists.
































by the prisoner Jean Valjean dragging his chain, and the corruptive contact with 




564 Quotation from Delacroix’s invitations to the opening of the Chapel of the Angels at Saint Sulpice whose 
walls are decorated with his paintings. Sérullaz 1963, 391.
565 In !	 , Merete Bodelsen tentatively proposed that Gauguin was indeed the priest. The 
evidence appears convincing. Bodelsen 1964, 182.
566 Dorra 1994, 192.
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There is no denying that we are the martyrs of painting. 
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`	"%The Yellow Christ&*;Christ in 
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2.3.2  THE NABI GROUP – MAURICE DENIS, PAUL SÉRUSIER AND  
 JAN VERKADE
For the future, I dream of an utterly pure brotherhood comprised 
uniquely of committed artists in love with the Good and the Beautiful 
					<					$	
quality I call ‘Nabi’. 
(Paul Sérusier to Maurice Denis)588 
























2. Väinö Blomstedt Episode from the Kalevala, Kullervo Cutting into the Oak (1897). Tempera on canvas, 93,5 x 114 cm, private collection. 
Photo: Hannu Aaltonen/Finnish National Gallery, CAA
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It was following the summer vacation of 1888 that Sérusier, lately 
back from Pont-Aven, revealed to us the name of Gauguin. Rather 
mysteriously, he unveiled the lid of a cigar-box on which one could just 
make out a landscape that had been treated so synthetically that it had 
lost all form – in violet, vermilion, veronese green, and other pure pig-
ments, just as they come straight from the tube, without adding white. 

















“How do you see this tree?” asked Gauguin, standing before a corner 
of the Bois d’Amour, “is it quite green? Put in some green then, the 
most beautiful green in your palette. And is that shadow rather blue? 





with the fruitful concept of the “plane surface to which colours assem-
bled in a certain order are applied”. Thus we learned that every work 
of art is a transposition, a caricature, the impassioned translation of 
some feeling sensation.592
































$	$;=	"$*;=	"$`	"%-*;"=Nouvelles théories sur l’art 
























 "-"<Landscape of the Bois d’Amour (The Talisman)&<		*!*<q$/<Q-;{"]
 ]<


















In lieu of the Cloister I found the Studio, The Studio with all its frivol-
ity and debauchery; and while I’m looking to reconcile the teachings of 
heaven, my broadening knowledge is opened up to a greater variety of 
ideas. 
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It is well to remember that a picture, before being a battle horse, a 
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with Green Trees<		"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The Druids 
Bringing in the Mistletoe<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3. COLOUR AND EARLY MODERNISM IN FINLAND
An artist can be a cosmopolite – and still always be national. My roots 
are here in the North. Of that notion I am not afraid. From all the 
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20.Pekka Halonen The Lynx Hunter (1900). Oil on canvas, 125 x 180 cm, Ateneum Art Museum, Finnish National Gallery.  
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The time has come again to search for something new, which is likely 
to become the art of the future – the appearance of subjectivity for the 
most part. Mock Fantasy no longer. It will once more be euologised 
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28. Helene Schjerfbeck Boy Dressed in Armour (1894). Oil on canvas, 57 x 41 cm, Art Foundation Merita’s collection, 
Helsinki. Photo: Matti Huuhka, Ilari Järvinen, Museokuva Matti Huuhka & Co

3.1. THE PAST AS A DESTINATION
Here, studying the art of old Pompeii in the Naples museum, one’s soul 
rejoices – – You can’t really call it ‘old art’ because great art is always 
eternally new. 
(Pekka Halonen to Axel Gallén 1897)648
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*];$	"? – inasmuch as decorative painting, 
as the Egyptians and very probably the Greeks and the Primitives understood it, 





































I’m off to visit a place called the muse de Cluni $ - - I’ve taken the 
week off from the treadmill for a bit of change and relaxation, to visit 
					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plenty to see here. By that I don’t mean Paris, because I’m not actually 
in Paris. I mean somewhere ages, centuries, thousands of years ago. 
Those eras of spirituality and greatness when people weren’t so tied 
down to material things as in our own decadent times. The period that 
Europeans now call the ‘pagan era’. What I shall tell our children is, 
don’t believe what your teacher says because they are the living dead 
		$					
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was done in the world at every period.”
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I soon intend to leave here for Paris. Once again, I’ve had enough of 
Italy for the time being. I simply can’t absorb any more in one visit; 
there’s no modern creative and thought-provoking life here at all. 
Though otherwise there’s certainly quite enough for me to see and 
learn from. I’ve seen much of it with quite different eyes from before, 
maybe because I’ve tried to paint frescoes myself. There is very little 
technically pure fresco painting here. Masaccio and Giotto remain in 
my mind as the best and purest. You don’t just delight in them for a 
moment; they have a lasting impact. –  –All this has made me very 
<					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because you have to create art on your own ground. 663 
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3.1.1 THE CRADLE OF INNOVATION – THE LOUVRE
As far as painting goes, there is something completely new in the air 
here. Assyrian and Egyptian art is now the ideal. In my opinion Assyr-
ian and Egyptian art is the most interesting art at the Louvre. There 
is an overwhelming power of expression in its lines and the decorative 
				






























































Tornabuoni frescoes of Botticelli, Venus and the Three Graces Presenting Gifts 






































































































































#$%{Detail of a Fresco by 
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ments because it seems so paradoxical to our civilisation, which hap-
pens to be both decadent and forgetful of any revelation, is therefore, 
irrefutably, the true and absolute art.”  
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11. Axel Gallén Kullervo Sets Off for Battle (1901), preliminary work for fresco. Tempera on canvas, 89 x 128 cm, Ateneum Art Museum, 
Finnish National Gallery. Photo: Jouko Könönen/Finnish National Gallery, CAA

3.1.2 CONSCIOUSNESS OF TIME, FORM AND COLOUR
Medieval artists had the kind of inner strength and inward eye that I 
wish I had myself. 
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but in a small, newly-shaped country personal initiative and stimuli 






and exciting experiments. And ultimately, it’s not just art that all this 
serves. For art is life, religion — everything. 
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gret making the journey. It’s helped me to understand much better the 
greatness of ancient Greek and Roman art. There was so much new to 
see in the wall paintings in Pompeii, for instance. A couple of thousand 
				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(Pekka Halonen to Eliel Aspelin-Haapkylä 1897)721
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It’s an old phrase that Italy is rich in art treasures. What it really 
means as far as paintings are concerned is the Vatican and Palazzo 
Pitti; however, many small towns are complete works of art, from the 
layout and buildings right down to the simplest decorations; this is 
what we rarely think about. Amongst all this splendour the paintings 




and yet a whole, what serious depth and what strong love of life is in 
both their thought and in their realisation.729 




<Pekka Halonen, Väinämöinen Playing &$<Lemminkäinen 
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ones from which we are most quickly estranged by a kind of disgust 
and surfeit. How much more brilliant, as a rule, in beauty and variety 
of colouring are new pictures compared to the old ones. But though 
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roughness and crudity of old paintings maintains their hold on us.







































































































































































 "]#- "=" >-/!*	












































 See Art, Culture, and National Identity in Fin-de-Siècle Europe_;&<($	<Q$=+"=<="	*<
\/#";)*?"]'"<)*;*;	/
 ?"/*<<+"=<
 Hirsh, From Imagination to Evocation<+"=<
 >*!"}<<

19. Pekka Halonen Washing on the Ice (1900). Oil on canvas, 125 x 180 cm, Ateneum Art Museum, Finnish National Gallery. Photo: Jouko 
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the clothes. They are not credible and one does not really know just how they are 
dressed. I have heard tell that the artist intended to use a symbolist approach. But 
if, in fact, this was because the artist’s powers faltered in the course of the work, 
it is greatly to be deplored. Blows like these do not fell trees and such methods 
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and important painter who has been temporarily led astray by the disastrous 
theorising going on among our artists”. 
[=*-;+	**"!;	_*;"< “I have myself felled trees and dug up 
boulders – and continue to do so while working on the foundations of my planned 
studio! – What I wanted to depict in this painting was the calm, tranquil and endless 
character of Finnish work.  – The painting also has a decorative purpose, best 
achieved in my view by giving it a tranquil and harmonious overall impression. 





whole treatment of the theme. But I should not have thought that such a method 
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And yet the heroism of modern life surrounds and presses in on us 
– – There is no lack of subjects, or of colours, to make epics. The true 
painter we are looking for will be one who can snatch from the life of 
today its epic quality and make us feel how great and poetic we are in 
our cravats and our patent-leather boots. Let us hope that next year 
the true seekers may grant us the extraordinary delight of celebrating 
the advent of the new!”764 
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1. Väinö Blomstedt Francesca (1897). Tempera on canvas, 51 x 38 cm, Ateneum Art Museum, Finnish National Gallery. Photo: Hannu 




the Boy Dressed in Armour	`	/=*	-"*	*{/	*		*	-*;
/!;$		-"`=$=/!==;"/%/*$=	]	
=	"$






































































































!"; /#"$  /*$=	$ 
*   	  /-; #]
]*=$"//#"*	"#]*	q$	*	$!-"=/%*;	
























=$	*;"!	]<=$	!;Q$$	{Expulsion of Adam and Eve<





























It is not merely the Spanish school, but one may, in fact, say that the 
whole of Spain is condensed into this passionate painting, which is 
devout and sombre, mystic and brutal at the same time. 
































He imitates nobody except himself and Velázquez 























787 Icke blott den spanska skolan, utan man kan säga hela spanien var sammanfattadt i denna lidelsefulla 






























He has painted splendid things, always keeping to these deliberate 
harmonies of colour. He subdues the light and places his models far 
back in space, and because of the painting’s dusky tone it obtains 
an ancient look - - Therefore in this respect he does not resemble the 
	"		+							
		
but [Whistler’s] brush has this subtlety and light, sweeping moment, 
his grey tones acquiring this tinge of pearly lustre, which we admire 
in Velázquez’s Infantas. Accomplishing such consistency and depth in 
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Portrait of Willem 















van Heythuysen *^*;"*|¥-Pope Innocentius X*;




























Of all [Zurbáran’s] his paintings, the one to affect me most is that of 
a praying monk, currently in the National Gallery, London.  I can-
not help but describe here the impression this painting made on me 
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		/	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		/			&		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Velazquez – that affected the Parisian public, but its sensitivity and at 
the same time its symmetry – says Charles Blanc – It was certainly 
Zurbarán’s '"]*Q	*%, one of those paintings that is impossible to 
forget even though one has seen it only once. 
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I enjoy resting my eyes on deep, saturated, warm colours, for as I see 
it, they embody life and passion, the best defences of the will to live. 
#				+		
		|		+		
while it lives, while it burns! No, not until it has been extinguished, not 
until it has ceased to exist. 
(Axel Gallén to Johannes Öhquist 1896)802
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my endeavour to achieve something other than what I know how to 
do. I believe it is a transformation that has not yet borne fruit but will 
do so ©&. The design is absolutely special, a complete abstraction…
The colour is rather distant from that of nature; a vague memory of 
					&		@			+			<	
radiating from the eyes where the thought of the painter’s struggles…
the whole thing [Self-Portrait Q"#&] against a background 
of pure chrome yellow strewn with child-like posies – the room of a 
pure maiden.” 









































The colours are even more revealing, though less susceptible of mul-
tiple effects than lines, because of their power over the eye. There are 
hues that are noble, others common; tranquil and consoling har-
					$	/					
graphology the features of men who are frank and those of others who 
are liars. Why should not lines and colours reveal to the art lover the 










































3.2.1 PAUL GAUGUIN’S ACADEMIE VITI 1894 – VÄINÖ BLOMSTEDT AND  
 PEKKA HALONEN
		+						$		{		-
stands so much but then he has travelled all over the world. China, 
Japan, Asia, Sweden, Norway. He knows what conditions are like 
everywhere. And he’s not biased, as the French usually are. 






























































































One entered by a porte-cochère in a large wall on the street, then 




one side; a glass door led into the studio which Gauguin had immedi-
ately decorated with a painting in maori style: [("-"-. Here one 
loves. One side of the studio was bathed in thick shadow in marked 
contrast to the light that came through a high window on the opposite 
side. Gauguin had painted these windows chrome yellow. The fur-
niture consisted solely of divans covered by Oriental rugs; the walls 
were covered with Polynesian arms, bought in Paris, and Gauguin’s 














paintings. A piano and a large camera were the sole objects to remind 
one of Paris or Europe. There were two pets, a monkey and a parrot. 
And as servant and friend, a pretty Javanese girl, Annah, a model 






















Here in the studio, though, the people are good and respectable. And 
if someone starts getting too rowdy we immediately shut him up. You 
see V[äinö] and I are more or less in charge here.  Firstly because we 
are doing the best work and secondly because we are the most hard-
working and the most serious. 
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He has travelled all over the world - - I imagine that it is just this that 
has enabled him to free himself from the concept of European art - - 
His teaching is such as I have never heard from anyone before. He 
opens our eyes so that each and everyone of us learns to know himself 
						+		$		+		+			@		
ever talks of are [cor]respondences, harmonies which we had never 
been used to hearing about. 
























against a yellow background; they bathe their feet in a yellow vase, on 
a yellow table. – In a corner of the painting, the artist’s signature: Vin-
cent. And the yellow sun that shines through the yellow curtains of my 
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genial painter in France, as Gauguin says.  He doesn’t exhibit and 
never lets journalists visit him. I have only seen a couple of etchings at 
Gauguin’s and they were superb.
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Paris le 10 Mars 1894
Au Sénat Impérial de Finlande
I have followed attentively the conscientious work of Mr. Pekka 
Halonen. From every point of view he deserves to continue his artis-
tic education and I am convinced that, with his temperament, he can 
become an artist.
I would be delighted if the Imperial Finnish Senate which is highly so-
licitous of its artists would facilitate the studies of Mr. Pekka Halonen 
by granting him a travel scholarship.  
Paul Gauguin, Painter, teacher at the Académie Viti






































































































[=" `  $" *% #`* = "* !	* 	
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7. Axel Gallén The Great Black Woodpecker (1893). Gouache on paper, 145 x 90 cm, Art Museum, Finnish 
National Gallery. Photo: Pirje Mykkänen/Finnish National Gallery, CAA
242
of his people in the virgin forests and concept of sacred wilderness which is also 
described in the Kalevala.851
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individualism. According to the French artist’s teaching, all greatness, all beauty was 
simple and clear.852 It should be noted that what Halonen inherited from Gauguin 
was not his bright synthetist palette but rather synthetist clear contour and unbroken 
colour surfaces, and decorative “abstract” elements which he instinctively adopted 
to his paintings. This issue will be discussed more closely in the next chapter.
3.2.2  PARADISE LOST AND SACRED NATURE – VÄINÖ BLOMSTEDT,  






















In order to investigate Finnish landscape painting of the 1890s it is important also 
to examine the artists’ idea of the wilderness they depicted. Their enthusiasm for a 




many different artists. In these works the ideas and ideals of a “higher” world were 
all expressed through images of the earthly world. Traditionally, however, almost all 
Finnish art historians have tended to see these paintings as depictions of a patriotic 
ideology. However, as I hope to show, especially artists who were fascinated by 
$";*-"*;`==]$	*;"; z-*	-$=;{ *;$!		%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against modern industrialisation. For example, this led artists such as Axel Gallén 
and Pekka Halonen spoke out on more concrete matters such as the extensive clear-
felling by forestry companies and expressed their concern for what they saw as the 
851 von Bonsdorff 2005, 157-166.
852 Halonen’s notes. Tuusula Museum archives, Tuusula.
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17. Pekka Halonen Winter Day (1895).Oil on canvas, 55 x 38 cm, private collection. Photo: Tuusula Museum
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After all, we mortals are destined to suck at the many breasts of 
Mother Nature for as long as we remain on this earth (and perhaps 
even thereafter?)
(Axel Gallén to Louis Sparre 1897)885
[==	-=	*sacred nature`"<
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Every reader of the Kalevala has its images embedded in his soul and 
does not want to replace them. The Kalevala does not need our picto-
rial help or written interpretations. – – I believe that its fruitful effect 
should take place through inner learning and digestion, especially as 
far as art is concerned. 
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3. Väinö Blomstedt Sunset (1898). Oil on canvas, 40,5 x 60 cm, Ateneum Art Museum, Finnish National Gallery. Photo: Hannu Aaltonen/
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Rowan tree is a highly decorative endeavour and, surprisingly, con-
veys a peaceful impression - that long moment of expectation when 
Nature holds its breath.  I have never before seen the mood illustrated. 
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-*-Self-Portrait, `=$=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the synaesthetic En Saga or Jean Sibelius and Fantasy Landscape<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3.3 COLOUR ASCETISM 
What is called the art of the future reduces one to tears. It is a pity that 
Enckell has resorted to this; his drawings are excellent but his paint-
ings strange. He has painted an old Breton woman using only two or 
three colours; he says nowadays that there are no colours in Nature! 






























































5. Magnus Enckell Awakening (1894). Oil on canvas, 113 x 85,5 cm, Ateneum Art Museum, Finnish National Gallery. 
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3.3.1  SUBJECTIVITY AND INTIMACY – MAGNUS ENCKELL,  
 EERO JÄRNEFELT, HELENE SCHJERFBECK AND ELLEN THESLEFF
Do I like grey – this is what I have painted most, white, grey, black, recently now 
I have tried to add colour 
























33. Ellen Thesleff Portrait of the Artist’s Mother (1896). Oil on canvas, 59,5 x 44,5 cm, Ateneum Art Museum, Finnish 











































































 _*$% %*	`*	=?"; *<	=<Q-<+-	<'	*;-;"-";("	"-{
-*!-#=;-;]	*_*$%">	"<("	/=$=;=		;==;	` "*!	"]'-	%%
<














































 = *-*$ 	










I think that your new works display good draughtsmanship but they 
are slightly too monochrome. Self-portrait held the most appeal for 
me. As I said, you should be careful of being too monochromatic. In 
particular, you need to forget your reddish-violet general tone.953 
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6. Magnus Enckell Death’s Walking (1896). Watercolour and pencil on paper, 50,5 x 67,5 cm, Ateneum Art 
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{Portrait of the Artist’s 
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15. Pekka Halonen After the Music Lesson (1894). Oil on canvas, 75 x 52 cm, Signe and Ane Gyllenberg Foundation, 
Helsinki. Photo: Tuusula Museum
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thing in the room seems to be in harmony. - - . And when the old fellow 
starts up a favourite tune, a strange expression comes over his whole 
face and his brightened eyes seem to be gazing back through the dec-
ades to the times and dreams of his youth, and all the adventures that 
life had to offer. It is such a moving thing to see that you always have 





















































Larin Paraske 	***<  Larin Paraske Singing < Larin Paraske’s 
Lamentations I @#"_;
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The artist’s creation of harmonious as well as expressive effects by line 
and colour, comparable to what the composer creates with rhythm 
and notes and the poet with prosody. 
(Baudelaire in 1846)995
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*$*After the Music Lesson 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=;?**=*After the Music Lesson &*;=







Do you know what the Wise Men from the East still around today say 
about our idea of the Bible? One day we read here in a French maga-
zine what some Wise Man from the East thinks about us – for instance 
how ignorant and childish we are now, and will remain, about the Old 
Testament as long as we consider religion and science two different 
things. And as ‘Esoteric Buddhism’ also tells us, religion and science 
are the same, and can’t be separated in any way. That God is omni-
present in the universe. 
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Portrait of Mathilda Wrede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stems only from himself(…). He stands security only for himself. He 
dies childless. He has been his own king, his own priest, his own God. 
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3.3.2  THE SPIRITUAL AND MELANCHOLIC LANDSCAPE – MAGNUS ENCKELL,  
 PEKKA HALONEN, EERO JÄRNEFELT, HELENE SCHJERFBECK AND 
 ELLEN THESLEFF
You can capture so many human thoughts and emotions in a land-
scape: seriousness, joy, despair, anger. Therein lies the task of the 
colourist, to delicately trace the form and thought. How clear is not 
only the sense of wistfulness just before the sunset but also how clear 
sometimes is the endless despair in a grey forest. 
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What is missing from the spectacle of nature is the essential quality 
of art, unity: not only does it [nature] change throughout the day, 
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31. Ellen Thesleff Aspens (1893). Oil on canvas, 54 x 28 cm, Ateneum Art Museum, Finnish 
National Gallery. Photo: Hannu Aaltonen/Finnish National Gallery, CAA

palpable and visible, by choosing those features that are scattered 
around, lost within reality, and by discarding those elements which 
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Nature is the skeleton of my paintings, but the mood is the content, 
the main body. Whether this mood comes from outside or from within 
myself I do not really know. 




















































I will never forget it. I was very small, lying in the bows of a boat with 
blue sky and bird-cherry branches with huge clusters of white blossom 
curving above me. I remember their intoxicating scent, and only have 
to close my eyes to sense it all yet. Here I am again, lying in the bows 




















































































all that endless ornamentation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The Symbolist viewpoint asks us to consider the work of art as an 
equivalent of sensation received; thus nature can be, for the artist, only 
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26. Eero Järnefelt Lake Shore with Reeds (1905). Oil on canvas, 95,5 x 75,5 cm, Ateneum Art Museum, Finnish National Gallery. Photo: 
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symphonic works of art 
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